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Taming The Agnostic: Hume And The
Scottish Enlightenment
Leroy V. Eid

David Hume passed most of his productive life as that of a typical cosmopolita:1
man of letters. Inspired by English thought, this Scottish gentleman wrote his
first major work while sojourning in France. He even declared that:
I am a Citizen of the World; but if I were to adopt any country, it would
be France, and from which I am determined never to depart, unless a war
drive me into Switzerland or Italy.!
David Hume supremely represented the irreligious aspects of the Enlightenment
period. For these reasons Hume early became the darling of French philosophes .
Scotland, however, in the Eighteenth Century proudly stood as the most religious
nation in Europe. In Scotland, therefore, he found only rejection early in his
career.
Nevertheless, Hume returned to Scotland in his later years and settled down.
He seemed in these later years to have achieved a genuine sense of identification
with Scottish life that was singularly lacking in his youthful days.
How exactly did this rapprochement between Hume and Scottish society take
place? How exactly does any religious society come to terms with brilliant
unbelievers? In Hume's day the French Catholic Church tried manfully to tame
its philosophical critics, but failed miserably. A detailed study of the steps by
which Hume accepted or at least came to tolerate the religiously-oriented society
of his Scotland should prove enlightening. What happened, to put it briefly, was
that the aristocratic members of the Scottish laity briefly gained control of the
Scottish Church and to a great degree humanized it. As a result of this two-fold
victory, the intellectual and political elite of the Church was then able to tame
the man most capable of hurting religious life in Scotland. Thus three things
must be looked into : the laity's assuming the reins of Church power, the liberalization of Church practices, the actual method used to mollify David Hume. Finally
some very tentative remarks should be made on why Hume agreed to accept the
overtures offered by the Scottish religious leaders.
The process of the change of power from ministers to laymen, especially lay
lawyers, took place in Hume's childhood days. When Hume was forced to listen
to "Jupiter" Carlyle'S "Ciceronian" sermon, it was the result of being forced to
go to church. However, the one exercising the power was not the minister, but the
host, Sir David Kinloch. In a Kirk Session often six lay elders were in attendance
for everyone minister. This ecclesiastical revolution is chronicled by Reverend
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Robert Wodrow in his Alalecta. 2 In 1711 at his sixth General Assembly in Edinburgh he commented:
I remark a vast influence of Ruling Elders in the Assembly and Commission ... and I notice they speak more by a great deal than all the
rest of the members. I own several of them are great blessings and very
useful, but I fear they prove a dead-weight upon this church. In all the
Sub-Committees where all the Elders politicians come in . . . I cannot
approve of the incoming of Advocates before the Commission and Assembly, and pleading as warmly as if at the barr ...
Wodrow, it turns out, had tried to push some legislation calling for more days
of fasting, but the Elders would not go along with this ministerial notion. Then
Wodrow noticed that the power of the lawyers became personified in the person
of the political boss of the town:
[from about 1628 to 1722] Assemblys were entirely in the management of
Ministers ... but now, [1726] particularly in the last Assembly, were
entirely managed by such as were of one side and one person; Commissioner Drummond in a particular manner, set up for Dictator.
Drummond was elected Lord Provost of Edinburgh in 1725. He was elected five
more times for that office before his death in 1776. Hume also died in 1776.
By 1731 Drummond was even controlling the election of ministers in the various
churches. Wodrow gives the example of a minister who refused to accept a man
as Elder because he was an infamous drinker and long publicly neglected his
family. But this hale and hearty fellow was the brother of Culloden, Lord
Advocate. The minister resigned . Thus the ministers failed to dominate the
Scottish (Edinburgh) General Assembly in Hume's time. These realities of power
explain how Reverend Robertson could fail to call a resolution in 1751 by a vote
of 200-11, and yet win by a similar overwhelming majority the next year when
he was the representative of Dundas and Drummond.
Drummond's technique was simple. In 1749, for example, a committee was
set up by the Edinburgh Assembly to look into the augmentation of stipends.
There were 57 ministers and 27 ruling elders on the committee. Seven, though,
formed a quorum. And, of course, the Lord Provost was an Elder. Thus the
actual work was in the hands of the ruling Edinburgh clique. John Home only
became a regular member of the General Assembly after he quit the ministry and
was given a sinecure by Lord Bute. Scotland and Edinburgh were dominated
politically by a very small ruling class. Whereas London had some seven thousand
electors, Edinburgh had only thirty-three. This contempt for the electorate could
be found elsewhere in the islands only in the most abject of rotten boroughs.
No wonder the low-born and rustic ministers generally maintained a respectful
silence at those assemblies.
Laymen, however, not only took over the church structure but also proceeded
to liberalize its religious practices. When the lawyers and their noble relatives
opted in the early Eighteenth Century for more gracious manners and less intense
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religious devotion, the Reverends had only two real options. The one group (the
Moderates) changed with the advocates. They succeeded brilliantly. Never did
the Church hold so high a place as in 1750-70 in attainments, position and esteem.
This period, according to the Rev. Carlyle, saw the intermingling for the first time
of ministers with gentlemen. The Moderate minister had arrived socially. Culturally
John Home was number one in the playwriter's guild even before he left the
ministerial ranks; Reverend Jardine married the daughter of Edinburgh's most
distinguished politician; Robertson became Principal of the University of Edinburgh. Moderatism is at times almost synonymous with the Scottish Enlightenment.
The second option was taken by the "High Flyers" who simply left the organized
official church. These high flyers formed the fundamentalist right of the Scottish
church.
Topham in 1775 and Pease in 1795 visited Scotland and they found scarcely
anybody in the streets or in relaxation during the time of kirk. The English visitor
generalized that:
Presbyterian Ministers command attention even when you are shocked
at the absurdity of their language, whereas those of the English Chapel
drone out their common-place precepts of morality.3
To native Scots used to the fire and brimstone of the early part of the century
however, these Presbyterian ministers seemed to be all gentleness. Miss Mure,
whose household was often visited by the famous Rev. Hutcheson, notes that in
the 1740's Scottish ministers began to "preach that to please God we must resemble
him in goodness and benevolence." She mentions that at this time preachers were
ridiculed who preached hell. 4 Her reason for this shift to a gentle diety has a very
modern ring. She says that as the children's fear of their fathers decreased, the
awe and dread of Deity decreased. Actually, though, the situation was a bit more
complex and confused than that.
In those days [1720's) it was not deemed derogatory for ladies of rank and
position to join oyster parties in some of those ancient taverns; and while
there was this freedom of manner on one hand, we are told there was
much of gloom and moroseness on the other; a dread of the Deity with a
fear of hell, and of the power of the devil were the predominant feelings
of the religious people in the age subsequent to the Revolution.s
During the entire time (1710-1746) of the first public dance hall in Scotland, the
house in Edinburgh across the street remained deserted. It had been the home
of Major Thomas Weir who had been burned in 1670 for allegedly making pacts
with the devil. He supposedly haunted the building. The juxtaposition of these
two houses seems symbolic of Edinburgh in the early eighteenth century.
The Scots were still vigorously religious although often in ways rather different
from their fathers. Certainly many had moved a complete half turn away from
Knox's doctrine that reprobation was most strikingly revealed in prosperity.
Carlyle's Autobiography shows how far Scottish ministerial society had moved
toward a pleasant, enjoyable existence. In a drinking society, Carlyle's abilities
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were greatly admired. In one of his stories Carlyle portrays Rev. Jardine drinking
wine with the ladies in the church gallery during a break in debates at a church
session. Carlyle's smooth dancing skills, however, were unusual for a minister.
This skill was a direct result of English influence. It seems his father (a minister)
had permitted him to learn after reading an article in the Spectator which claimed
that dancing would make for a more accomplished preacher. Carlyle was also a
fair billiard player. 6 The Moderates agreed with Lord Kames and David Hume
that religion should not stifle a reasonable enjoyment of pleasure.
Even more astonishing, though, was the relaxation that took place in the people's
group, the High Flyers. The leader of this party was such a heavy drinker that
his prowess gained him the affectionate nickname of Dr. Bonum Magnum. If Hume
is considered to be the extreme left of the Scottish religious spectrum, the Rev.
Whitefield may well be considered the extreme right. Yet a contemporary (a
moderate clergyman) judged:
The introduction, and the more rapid progress of a catholic spirit, were
promoted in a great degree by the conversation and preaching of the celebrated George Whitefield.
Nor was there any subject inculcated by Mr. Whitefield with greater
fervor than a catholic spirit, and a superiority to those groveling prejudices
which center in externals, and restrict and cramp the affection of a
Christian.?
Whitefield reacted very quickly to the story that his listeners had destroyed the
Glasgow theater. His denial was printed even the national Scots Magazine. He did
not in fact countenance plays but he would not mount a crusade against playgoing. This spirit of toleration is seen in the correspondence between Hume and
the zealous Balfour of Pilrig. The latter wrote to Hume after a rather acrid interchange of views. 8
But however we may differ in other Principles, there is one material thing
in which I am sure we agree, that is the Principle which recommends the
extensive exercise of Humanity, and a mutual exchange of all good
Offices.
Hume put the principle a bit more caustically-a little absurdity in theology is
not so blameworthy; the only blame would be to be bigoted. Edmund Burke
illustrated the spirit of the day when he said that he spoke to Hume only because
the liberal spirit of the times demanded it.
What had caused this rise in toleration? The teachings of Hutcheson and
Leechman at the University of Glasgow are very important reasons, especially
among the clergy. Several more general factors can be picked out, however. The
Scots had long realized the advantages and difficulties of foreign travel and education. Its surprising results keep popping up in the most unlooked for places
in Scottish history. Kames, for example, seemed to be as "enlightened" as anyone
and yet his harsh judgments from the Bench were unusual even for a people
nurtured on the Old Testament. An iron mind in an iron body is Hume's
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characterization of Kames. But then you find out that Duncan Forbes, a correspondent and friend of Kames, and like him a judge, seldom found persons to be
guilty and even more seldom gave the death penalty. Forbes, though, was a
graduate of the University of Leyden while Kames was self-taught. Lord Hailes
was as religiously orthodox as could ever be found, and yet he too made a reputation for giving the culprit the benefit of the doubt. He too was educated at
Leyden. The number of Scottish Lords who had friends among the Catholic clergy
would be astonishing except for the fact that they had studied on the Continent.
As a recent biographer has brought out, Edward Gibbons cannot be understood
if we ever forget that he was a one-year convert to Catholicism. Hume himself
spent a couple of years among the most cultivated and genteel defenders Catholicism ever had. In 1685 William Mure in his first seven hours in France meets a priest
who converses with him in Latin, a gentlewoman lamenting superstition in France,
hears of priests who differ over when to give absolution, and is told the story of a
priest removed by a Bishop for giving people scruples. This type of interchange led
his grandson to say in 1740:
By learning a man discovers the taste, genius, and manners of form er
times, travelling those of the present. Thus he can oppose the one to the
other, observe the defects or excellences 'of each, as dependent on time ,
place, or circumstance, and in each case make an equal and fair comparison,
which will always be found the surest method of forming a right judgment,
and of discerning the truth of things. A man by spending some part of his
life among people of different characters, becomes in a manner a citizen of
each community.9
When James Boswell left Voltaire's house he was "in a most extraordinary humor,
thinking hard, and wondering if I could possibly, when again in Scotland, again
feel my most childish prejudices."iO
This rise in toleration in eighteenth century Scotland represents the general condition necessary for Hume being able to accept Scotland. But could we perhaps
pinpoint a more particular chain of events which led to Hume's rapprochement
with his culture? In 1751 fifteen men met in an Edinburgh tavern to discuss ways
of defeating the High Flyers, the party of the common folk. Carlyle considered this
eventful meeting as the start of the blending of ministerial and genteel society. The
Reverends Jardine, Blair, Robertson, John Home and Carlyle were present. They
later formed part of Hume's most intimate circle. Political and civic power was
represented by Lord Provost Drummond, Gilbert Elliot of Minto and Andrew
Pringle. The latter was a ruling Elder of the kirk who was soon to be raised to the
bench as Lord Aylemor. His brother, John Pringle, corresponded with Hume. Elliot
of Minto was a personal friend of Hume's of long standing, even though as a kirk
Elder he had always been opposed to Hume's irreligious views. It had been to
Elliot of Minto that Hume had confided the year before of his plan to write an
essay along the lines of Gulliver's Travels against the clergy. Drummond's interest
was much more than just political. He had a sister who was a famous quaker
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preacheress. In 1732 his friends had joined together to keep him from marrying a
morbidly pious woman. He never seems to have lost the deep piety he began to
show when he was a teenager. Somerville in his well-quoted Lite and Times shows
the high regard the Moderates had for Drummond. But most importantly, he was
under the influence of his very Moderate son-in-law, Reverend Jardine, who had
snatched the Provost from the bosom of the High Flyers. Reverend Jardine had thus
"a very considerable sway in all the deliberations concerning the affairs of the city
of Edinburgh. 11
The old provost, who danced to the whistle of that arch-politician, the
Dean of the Thistle.
In 1751 there was this strategy meeting. In 1752 Hume, over the opposition of
Robert Dundas. became librarian at the Advocates Library, the greatest library in
Scotland. Hume was now in a position to write that history he had often mentioned
in his letters. It may have been only a totally disinterested act of friendship , but it
is nevertheless noteworthy that Elliot and his father were the main instigators behind Hume's appointment. The third man behind this appointment was Lord Kames ,
This latter figure is of special interest. The claim has been put forward in his
honor that he "did more to promote the interests of philosophy and belles lett res in
Scotland than all the men of law had done for a century together."12 In his 1747
book, Essays Concerning British Antiquities, Kames started that historical approach
to all topics that came to characterize Hume's circle. Kames also was responsible
for popularizing Adam Smith's Lectures in which the historical treatment of
jurisprudence looms large. Kames' 1774 book, Sketches of the History of Man, is
an example of theoretical or conjectural history. In the very year Boswell called
Hume the "greatest Writer in Brittain", Kames published his Elements of Criticism, the first statement of what became the accepted Scottish prose style. 13
It was regularly republished for almost a hundred years. Its London reviewer judged
that "the present age hath not furnished a more striking instance of the union of a
refined philosophical genius, with an exquisite taste for the arts, than in the production now under consideration."14
Besides his literary activities (21 books and pamphlets) he was an in-law of the
leading political figure in Edinburgh, Provost Drummond. He was also actively
engaged in various business enterprises. In his younger days he helped start the
British Linen Company. In his later days he helped patronize the construction of
the Forth and Clyde Canal. At the age of seventy he became an agricultural improver on a grand scale. For him this meant the vigorous insistance on winning
over the reluctant farmers of his area to change their agricultural methods. As
Hume lay dying, Kames got yet another book off the presses. Called The Gentleman
Farmer it went through six editions. In it Kames exploded some of the pet theories
of one of the founders of scientific farming, Jethro Tull.
Kames' influence came especially from his habit of taking aspiring young law
students under his wing and introducing them to the extra-curricular activities of
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Edinburgh. A whole succession of young men got their training under him: the poet
William Hamilton of Bangor, Thomas Reid the philosopher, William Smellie the
author and printer, Adam Smith, and of course, David Hume. They all called Kames
"master."15 Kames spent a life manipulating Edinburgh intellectual society.
His attitude toward religion also spotlights the life of his Scottish society. He
was not overly pious-in his youth he entered a club just to confuse divinity students by his arguments; yet he never moved out of the Christian orbit. Kames believed like Hume in associationistic principles, yet Kames continued to believe in a
benevolent deity. Kames' volume on rhetoric had the honor of vicious reviews by
both Voltaire and Rev. Warburton-as befitted an author who was neither philosophe nor enthusiast. Of more importance here is the fact that Kames in fact acted
as a kind of left-wing agent of the church. For example, Kames got Adam Smith
interested in literature after Smith lost interest in the ministry. Smith in turn collaborated with Kames to place John Millar on the staff of the University of Glasgow.
Like Smith, Millar had been scheduled for the ministry but had gotten a distaste for
the clerical state. Kames thus neutralized the religious bitterness and unbelief of
a number of young intellectuals. Kames worked especially hard on his cousin David
Hume. In fact, Hume considered Kames as the "best friend, in every respect, I
possess."16 But Kames had been unsuccessful in trying to get Hume to suppress for
the second time the infamous essay on miracles.
If there is any truth in this line of reasoning that the Moderates were desperately
trying to stop Hume's irreligious thrusts by moving him in what they considered a
new and less dangerous direction (i.e. writing history) , this might explain the wellknown but still very puzzling fact that about the only important personages outside
Edinburgh who praised the first volume of his History were two of England's highest placed prelates.
Mr. Millar told me, that in a twelve month he sold only forty-five copies
of it. I scarcely, indeed, heard of one man in the three Kingdoms , cO:1siderable for rank or letters, that could endure the book. I must only except the
Primate of England, Dr. Herring, and the Primate of Ireland, Dr. Stone;
which seem two odd exceptions. I?
It seems rather patent that Hume and the Moderates didn't just haphazardly
strike up a friendship. All contemporary thinkers agreed that Hume was a genius .
perhaps the genius of the age. Even Hume's most inveterate foe, the Reverend Warburton, called Hume a "soaring genius." Hume 's distaste for things religious was
well known in Scottish society. For example, he became furious over the necessity
to suppress in 1756 his "Five Dissertations" as a result of pressure brought to bear
on his publishers. In a moment of what must have been white heat he threatened:

I believe I shall write no more History; but proceed directly to attack the
Lord's Prayer and the ten Commandments and the single Catechism; and
to recommend Suicide and Adultery: and so persist, till it shall please the
Lord to take me to Himself.ls
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If Hume had done so he might well have succeeded in making Scottish Christianity
(and his contemporary Scottish Society) the laughing stock of Europe. 19 But as
Hume's reference to his writing history indicates, the Moderates had previously
combined to keep him from becoming the Scottish Voltaire. Even though 1756 was
the year of the Lisbon earthquake, and even though a writer in the April issue
of the Scots Magazine tried to show God's providence in the earthquakes, Dr. Pangloss had the field to himself. In 1762 Hume wrote to his publisher that he would
never write an ecclesiastical history. To the new and more radically-oriented
philosophes maturing after that date, Hume's refusal was considered treasonablehe was considered an enemy in their camp.20 To the Moderates in Edinburgh this
state of affairs was reward enough.
This, of course, may be partly speculation. One thing is certain, however; the
Moderates never forgot that Hume posed a very real threat to the religious life of
Scotland. Their great models in the previous generation of liberalism in theology,
Hutcheson and Leechman, had both opposed Hume's appointment to a University
chair. Carlyle also makes the same point a number of times. Hume would have
been completely stupid if he had not known their religious convictions. The position sometimes expressed that the Moderates were not aware of the implications
of Hume's philosophy, seems to be totally without plausibility. This little drama
in Edinburgh is, rather, just another example of a general point made by Crane
Brinton in his article on the Enlightenment in the Encyclopedia of Philosophy that
what most distinguished the English-speaking lands from France was the much
stronger, and much more intellectually respectable, opposition to orthodox
Enligh tenmen t.
In any case by the 1760's the greatest of the unbelievers frolicked regularly with
the young ministers. The fruitful interchange that took place in Edinburgh between
differing groups during the 1760's can be seen in the circle that produced the play
called "Douglas." Since this was the first play to be written and produced in Scotland, and 's ince it was written by a minister (John Home); then, this created quite
a stir. At its first unveiling the parts were read by the author, four of his ministerial
'friends, and David Hume. Hume was no longer alienated-he was just another of
those markedly individualistic characters that Scotland abounded in. Hume's
handling of the publication of his personal masterpiece, the Dialogues Concerning
Natural Religion point up this new-found mutual acceptance. He had passed the
Dialogues around in manuscript form as early as 1751. He then allowed himself
to be dissuaded by Reverend Blair and Elliot of Minto from publishing them. Just
before Hume set out in 1763 for Paris, Blair wrote him:
If you will show them the MSS of certain Dialogues perhaps [Parisians
will put you on a pedestal]. But for Gods sake let that be a posthumous
work, if ever it shall see the light! Tho' I really think it had better not. 21
Hume did, of course, publish the work and this extent the policy of the Moderates
failed; but since he waited till after his death, the policy was successful to that
extent.

https://ecommons.udayton.edu/udr/vol9/iss3/3
20

8

Eid: Taming the Agnostic: Hume and the Scottish Enlightenment
Why, on the other hand, did Hume associate so willingly with the Moderates?
One possibility may be connected with the vigorous jibes and counter-replies that
characterized this group. Hume in the oft-told story couldn't even stumble down a
darkened stairwell without his Moderate host, Reverend Jardine, running down the
stairs with a candle in his hand saying "David, I've told you often that natural light
is not enough." Hume seems to have gloried in these exchanges. He had taken the
national pastime of Scotland from the big stage of national politics and placed it
in an academic setting. Religious strife went on as before, but wine and good fellowship were its accompaniments instead of muskets. Of course, Hume found
debating partners in many areas, so why did he choose particularly the religious
field? If we may believe Carlyle, Hume never tried to change a man's belief. Certainly if Hume had set out to foist his opinions on the Moderates he was not successful. We may then assume that proselytyzing was not his goal.
The truth is, that although Hume averred to Kames that "the Church is my
Aversion" ; unconsciously Hume felt like some kind of Moderate clergyman. It is
a striking thing that in his Essay "Of Miracles" his position is put into the mouth
of Cardinal Retz, the historian and prince of the Catholic Church. Also at other
important times we find the same Cardinal being quoted. For example, in a revealing passage he quotes the Cardinal as being his defense for taking a measure which
dispenses him from taking an immediate resolution. In 1767 Hume was telling
everybody about how Bishop John Oswald (the brother of Hume's good friend,
James Oswald of Dunnikier) took umbrage when Hume told him that he was
thinking of applying for a Bishopric. Another oft-recounted story that Hume loved to
tell was his assistant librarian getting so angry at Hume that he calls Hume a
"Presbyterian Parson." There 's no reason for doubting Carlyle'S story of a Hume
shaken by the death of his mother confessing that he was in fact not that far from
ordinary belief.
Carlyle'S story, in addition, points to a most important psychological aspect of
Hume's acceptance of Edinburgh and its religious leaders. The mother, the psychologists point out, sets the religious tone of a family, especially for the children. 22 In
David Hume's case, left fatherless at an early age, the sincerely and deeply religious
spirit of his mother represents a key to his later career. His problem was how to
reject what his mother believed and yet not reject her. It has often been noted that
Hume never refers to his mother's side of the family, although it was a very famous
family; and unlike the claim to relation to the great Lord Home, was never in
doubt. She was religiously fervent and for this enthusiasm David could not forgive
her, and yet he loved her dearly. Thus his lifelong ambivalance toward women
and religion.
His absolute rejection of orthodox religion is clearly laid out in a letter he wrote
to one of his ministerial friends: "I have, long since, done with the inquiries on
such subjects and am become incapable of instruction."23 Yet it is patiently clear
that, in fact, all his life David was as much interested in moral issues as any minister ever could be. He never successfully succeeded in blotting out his childhood
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religious experiences. A Humean scholar pointed out the most important aspect of
Hume's early religious struggles was their inconclusiveness.24 And inconclusiveness
in such matters led to tensions which at least twice surfaced in exotic ways in
Hume's life. He suffered a strange psychosomatic illness in his early youth (1729-33).
This followed a too-intense reading of the classical moralists. So distressing did this
sickness become to Hume that he wrote a letter outlining his mental state to a
physician-philosopher. Hume felt, interestingly enough, that his case was analogous
to a common religious ailment of the mystics. While on a trip to Italy, Hume in 1748,
was struck down with a fever. Again his unresolved religious doubts surfaced.
An observer wrote:
In the Paroxisms of his disorder he often talked, with seeming Perturbation, of the Devil, of Hell, and of Damnation. 25 .
A servant had to stop him from committing suicide. Hume's biographers moreover
generally feel that he returned to Edinburgh, which was like "Westphalia or
Lithuania" in comparison with Paris, mainly because he was fleeing from the
affections of the Countess de Boufflers. If it is true that Hume's religious thought
was a reaction to his mother, then this parallel rejection of the Countess must
have found David in a particularly perilous psychological state. In short, Hume's
psychological life demanded that he somehow come to peace with his religious
inheritance. The peaceful overtures the Edinburgh religious leaders made to him
in the 1750's gave him his opportunity.
In reality, Hume had always somehow felt himself part of the Scottish religious
scene. His first and perhaps greatest work, the Treatise, was originally a theological
conception designated as part of a British religious debate . Just before publishing
it, Hume wrote to his mentor, Lord Kames:
I am at present castrating my work, that is, cutting off its nobler parts ...
But I was resolved not to be an enthusiast in philosophy, while I was
blaming other enthusiasms. 26
There is evidence moreover that this excised section on miracles (which later was
published over Lord Kames' objections) had been one of the first sections written
in the Treatise. There is evidence furthermore that Hume is in this excised section
probably locked in combat with the very orthodox author of TryaJ of the Witnesses,
a major religious work of that day.27
Hume 's masterpiece received a very rough reception as orthodox reviewers outdid themselves in manhandling it. Perhaps this as much as anything caused Hume's
religious tensions to change for awhile into rancour and agnosticism. Hume never
went back on the religious doubts he portrayed in this section on miracles , but his
rancour did later change into toleration. Hume's basic psychological life and the
desires of the Scottish religious elite came together to make a mutually acceptable
relationship possible.
The very fact that he was uncertain and insecure in the path he had selected
would seem to account for his companionship with young ministers. By association
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with this group he could provide himself with two possible advantages. First, if
his thesis was correct he could best test it on those who liked him and also w ere
versed in theological matters. Secondly, if his position were false , he would have
the security of salvation, the opportunity to be saved by those with whom he
shared his thoughts . In a sense, he could be a minister of sorts without the duties
and responsibilities of a minister. He could make his forays into theological matters, free from the restrictions, social or ecclesiastical, restraining the ordinary
minister. Thus he could disguise his religious quest under the appearance of irreverent irreligious writing seemingly calculated to ridicule the established Church,
while in reality attempting to satisfy basic religious beliefs and tenets, beliefs not
accepted but somehow hauntingly demanding acquiescence.
Hume's death fits this thesis of Hume the clergyman, for did ever a saint exist
who died with more composure? Boswell came back to Scotland to interview Hume
during the last days. He wanted to see if Hume would break down at the end as
Johnson said an unbeliever must. Boswell found Hume reading the Reverend
Campbell's The PhilosopllY of Rhetoric. Now this fact has deeper connotations.
Campbell was a classicist; his work was based largely on broadly Humean principles. But Campbell was also the Aberdeen Minister who received the only signed
reply Hume ever made to an intellectual opponent who had attacked him publicly.
In a very respectful manner Campbell had disputed Hume's view of miracles. And
in the 1776 Rhetoric Campbell slyly introduces arguments that touch upon points
debated in the 1762 work on miracles. Thus as Hume started, he ended-locked
in combat with clergymen who felt that miracles are provable. But, and this is the
point, the dying Hume was no longer the furiously driven agnostic; he had been
partially mollified and tamed by the Scottish religious community.
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